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Good morning, Sen. Harris, Rep. Ritter, and distinguished members of the Public Health
Committee. I am Dr. Thomas A. Kirk, Jr., Commissioner of the health care agency known as the
Department of Mental Health and Addiction Services. I am here today to speak in favor of two bills
— H.B. 6262, An Act Concerning Regional Action Councils, and S.B. 754, An Act Concerning
Technical Changes to the Statutes Regarding Persons with Psychiatric Disabilities and
Substance Use Disorders.

Allow me to begin my remarks by thanking the Committee for raising these bills and for
giving us the opportunity to speak about some of the difficult decisions we have been forced to
make as a result of the current fiscal crisis facing Connecticut.

Under H.B. 6262, DMHAS would reconfigure the sub-regional model for substance abuse
planning through which we currently fund 14 Regional Action Councils to a 5-region model similar
to that which we have used for over three decades for our mental health planning system. This
reconfiguration would enable us to devote more of our limited resources to prevention and
treatment planning efforts. At present, basic DMHAS funding supports approximately 1.5
positions per RAC. An independent survey of RAC Directors indicates that, in order for the RACs
to meet DMHAS expectations fully, up to 3 positions per RAC would be ideal. Reducing the
present configuration to 5 regional RACs with combined funds in each region would enable them to
achieve that staffing level, with more efficient use of personnel “on the ground.”

Under the proposed reconfiguration, individual communities would continue to join forces
with neighboring towns to work on specific substance abuse prevention and treatment planning
activities, but such efforts would now be coordinated at the regional level. The regional model
utilized by the agency’s mental health side has been proven effective over many years and 1s more
responsive to the way the department is structured than is the current sub-regional configuration of
the RACs. Our 5 Regional Mental Health Boards hold monthly sub-regional meetings with
community representatives, and they do take on sub-regional projects. In that the RACs have
successfully established volunteer coalitions in each sub-region, including treatment and prevention
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committees, drug-free schools, recovery committees and local prevention councils (LPC), it is now
possible to elevate them to the next level of community coalition building.

With regard to claims that this change would result in a loss of federal funding, some
clarification is needed. While 1t is true that the RACs have successfully obtained federal funding
totaling millions of dollars (particularly for Drug-Free Coalition programs), the assertion that
reducing the 14 RACs to 5 regional entities will result in a loss of over $1 million in such funding is
incorrect. In fact, 4 of the current RACs do not have these federal grants. Four others are
completing the final year of their awards and are no longer eligible to apply for additional funding
through the drug-free coalition program, and a fifth RAC’s award will end in 2010. That leaves
only 5 RACs that may reapply annually to receive approximately $100,000 each for 1-4 more years,
However, it should be noted that continued funding is not “guaranteed.” It is possible that federal
dollars could be eliminated altogether for this program. The five remaining RACs that are eligible
to apply for this funding are located in 4 of the current DMHAS regions and, therefore, could
provide regional coverage. Thus, in point of fact, none of this grant money would be “lost” as a
result of the proposed reconfiguration.

We understand that local communities have expressed concern that the reconfiguration
could result in the loss of some of their current grants, like the federal Drug-Free Communities
(DFC) Support Program grants which require matching funds (including in-kind matches) from
non-federal sources of anywhere between 100-150%. However, let me be clear that there are many
ways in which towns and groups can come together to apply for prevention funding. RACs could
still apply for local grants. They certainly can continue to apply for DFC and other prevention
dollars, as can any pre-existing community coalition, including any of the 130 Local Prevention
Councils serving all the cities and towns across the state or any of the 28 coalitions funded through
the Strategic Prevention Framework (SPF). In addition, there are a number of formal and informal
coalitions funded by other state agencies that may be eligible to apply for Drug-Free Communities
Support Program funds.

Without question, we face many challenges in the prevention arena. Problem gambling
increases as the economy weakens, and we are seeing a spike in heroin use among young adults
who are shifting to heroin from more expensive prescription pain killers. We need more
comprehensive planning in order to meet these new challenges and to be prepared for what is yet to
come. Ensuring that available funds are used in the most cost effective manner possible requires
that we rethink our way of doing things.

1 understand that this is a complex issue, but there are many difficult choices the state will
be facing over the next several years until the economy improves. This change will allow us to
conserve funding for prevention and treatment planning in support of services to the growing
population of Connecticut residents who need them, while reducing administrative overhead. We
would be happy to work with the Regional Action Councils to achieve consensus on how best to
transition to this model.

S.B. 754 makes a number of technical changes to our statutes. It would eliminate
duplicative traffic regulation statutes, replace some offensive terminology to make the statutes more






respectful of the people we serve, and eliminate a regulatory requirement for a statute that has been
in existence for years but has never been invoked.

Thank you for the opportunity to address the Committee on these two bills. I would be
happy to answer any questions you may have at this time.
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